309

His kindly eyes kept blinking behind his glasses. He
helped her out of her things and gazed at her with a
fond smile.

"They searched our house last night," he said, "and I
was afraid something might have happened to you. But
they didn't arrest me. If you had been arrested, they
would surely have taken me."

He kept on talking as he led her into the dining-room.

"Of course I shall get the sack. But that doesn't upset
me. I'm sick of sitting at a desk and counting the peasants
who don't own horses."

The room looked as though some Goliath, in a fit of
temper, had shaken the walls of the house until everything
was topsy-turvy. Pictures were strewn on the floor, strips
of wallpaper had been ripped off and hung in ribbons, in
one spot a floor-board had been taken up, a window-sill
had been wrenched off, ashes from the stove had been scat-
tered on the floor. The mother shook her head at the fa-
miliar sight, and looked at Nikolai intently, aware of
some new quality in him.

The cold samovar stood on the table along with un-
washed tea things; cheese and sausage lay on the paper
instead of on plates, the cloth was covered with books,
bits of bread and charcoal. The mother gave a short laugh,
and Nikolai smiled ruefully.

"Of course I've added my share to the general chaos,
but that's all right, Nilovna, I thought they might come
back again, and that's why I didn't tidy up. Well, how
was your trip?"

The question fell heavily on her heart* Once more the
image of Rybin rose before her, and she was ashamed of
not having told about him at once. Leaning forward, she
began her account, trying to keep her composure and not
to omit anything.

"They arrested him,"

Nikolai's face fell

"Really?"

The mother stopped him with a gesture and went on